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March 26, 2025

Douglas Girod

Office of the Chancellor
University of Kansas
230 Strong Hall

1450 Jayhawk Blvd.
Lawrence, Kansas 66045

URGENT

Sent via Overnight Mail and Email (kuchancellor@ku.edu)

Dear Chancellor Girod:

The Student Press Freedom Initiative (SPFI) at the Foundation for Individual Rights and
Expression (FIRE)' writes to implore you to uphold press freedom at the University of Kansas
by protecting funding for The University Daily Kansan.

The Kansan is an award-winning student publication that has provided crucial journalistic
coverage to KU faculty, staff, students, and the broader Lawrence community for nearly 120
years.” The paper has won seven Online Pacemaker awards, and the Society of Professional
Journalists honored the publication as the best non-daily student newspaper in the country in
2020.°

During the COVID-19 pandemic, The Kansan switched from a paid workforce to an all-
volunteer staff.* With the pandemic’s end, the paper sought to again begin paying its staff. To
support that effort, KU’s Student Senate granted the paper an allocation of $3.64 per student
for fiscal year 2025, an increase from the $1.80 allocation the paper had received since 2021.
The increased funding led to improved engagement and content.®

L FIRE is a nonpartisan nonprofit that defends free speech and of the press on and off campus. You can learn
more about our mission and activities at thefire.org. SPFI defends free press on campus by advocating for the
rights of student journalists at colleges and universities across the country.
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This year, however, the Assembly’s attitude towards The Kansan became openly hostile. In a
closed-door meeting, the Student Senate Fee Review Committee established its recommended
student fee allocation for the 2025-26 budget.® On February 10, the Committee sent its
proposal to stakeholders, revealing plans to cut funding for The Kansan to just 75 cents per
student—an 80 percent cut—lower than even the mid-pandemic $1.80. On February 14, the
Finance Council, alarger group of senators tasked with approving the Fee Review Committee’s
recommendation, rejected the Committee’s proposal and recommended the Committee leave
The Kansan’s allocation at $3.64.”

On February 19, The Kansan published an article identifying possible violations of the Kansas
Open Meetings Act (KOMA) in the Fee Review Committee’s process.® Specifically, lawyers
quoted in the article pointed out that an alleged university policy keeping Fee Review
Committee deliberations confidential did not allow the body to legally enter executive session.’

On March 7, the Fee Review Committee met again to discuss the proposed cuts. Student Body
President DaNae Estabine accused Kansan supporters of “bullying” and attacked The Kansan’s
reporting, alleging the article about KOMA contained falsehoods.™ She also argued that The
Kansan “shouldn’t be a fee entity because they don’t behave like a professional fee entity.”*
One Committee member spoke at length about preventing groups like The Kansan from
derailing funding cuts with protests.*?

Estabine also argued that while the paper is funded by fee dollars, it cannot be independent.*®
She suggested “every student on campus owns” The Kansan and that the paper is therefore
required to answer to individual students’ complaints about its coverage.'* Estabine further
recommended the Fee Committee slash the paper’s funding entirely to prevent Kansan staff
from bullying and “playing the victim” in the future.' Another senator then acknowledged that
the government cutting funds to a journalistic outlet would be received poorly before
proposing cutting the funding to “a $1.25 to $1.80 range.”'® She argued this gradual cut would
cast the Student Senate in a more favorable light. '’ Eventually, the Fee Committee
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recommended a cut from $3.64 to $1.50, which the Finance Council approved.'® The fee
package now sits with the Students Assembly, which is scheduled to vote on it today.

The decisions and actions of a public university and its student government—including funding
of student organizations—must comply with the First Amendment.'” The Supreme Court has
made clear that public universities like KU may not place content- or viewpoint-based
restrictions on the distribution of student activity fee funds.?° KU’s authority to impose and
distribute mandatory student fees—whether through student government or otherwise—
carries with it the obligation to ensure this content-neutral distribution.*

The Fee Committee’s proposed cut is neither content- nor viewpoint-neutral. Committee
members made clear during the March 7 hearing they were implementing the cuts because they
disapproved of the publication’s KOMA article and Kansan staff’s response to the initial cut.??
The student body president herself justified ignoring the Council’s recommendation by saying
that the Student Senate needed to send a message to those who would dare challenge the
Committee’s recommendation. Choosing to punish The Kansan for its and its supporters’
expression is incompatible with KU’s First Amendment obligations. It is even more alarming
when done in combination with Committee members’ desire to prevent The Kansan and other
fee entities from protesting fee cuts in the future.?

These animosity-driven cuts (as well as promised future cuts) to The Kansan’s funding
threaten the newspaper’s ability to gather and publish news. KU must protect students’ First
Amendment rights both to publish and to learn from journalists’ work.?* Not only is KU
obligated to uphold expressive freedoms, it explicitly guarantees students freedom to “express
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[their] views in all forms of communication, including distributing written material.”*® While
the Student Assembly evidently does not appreciate that value when it comes to The Kansan,
KU is no less required to protect it. Nor does the Assembly have a principled objection to
compensating student employees. Last year, it spent $4,500 for its own pizza parties and paid
Student Senate staff more than $100,000 in total.>* Assembly members understand the value of
compensation in incentivizing hard work.

Student journalists serve an important role as “surrogates for the public” in keeping a watchful
eye on the operations of powerful institutions.?” As members of the campus community,
student journalists are an important part of the process of informing the public of the
undertakings of universities situated in its communities and ensuring transparency. The
Student Senate should reward, not punish, such efforts.

KU still has a chance to make things right under the law and invest in a free press by rejecting
these viewpoint- and animus-based cuts to The Kansan. Given the upcoming vote on this
matter, we request a substantive response to this letter no later than the close of business on
March 27, 2025, confirming KU will uphold its constitutional obligations and hold constant
funding for The Kansan.

Sincerely,

Dominic Coletti
Program Officer, Campus Rights Advocacy

Cc:  Kansas Board of Regents
Kimberly Schlie Grunewald, General Counsel
DaNae Estabine, Student Body President
Christopher Raithel, Speaker of the Students’ Assembly
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